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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever named a sourdough starter,

threatened to quit baking forever and then fed it anyway.








  
  Epigraph


“A recipe has no soul. You, as the cook, must bring soul to the recipe.”

Thomas Keller
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  Introduction


There are two kinds of people in the world: 
Those who think sourdough starter is just flour and water
And those who name it, talk to it, and occasionally rearrange their day around its feedings
Sherry Winestein is firmly in the second group.
After retiring from decades of teaching, she poured her energy into baking. Her starter, Oscar, became the heart of her kitchen and the secret behind the sourdough that keeps neighbors lingering on her porch and returning casserole dishes on time.
So when Sherry wakes to a flour‑covered kitchen, a very guilty chihuahua, and Oscar’s jar gone from its usual spot, she doesn’t shrug and start again.
She takes it personally.
This is the story of what happens when a missing jar of starter knocks a whole neighborhood off balance, and one determined woman decides that carb theft is a line you do not cross.
Welcome to Maple Grove.  Guard your jars.  And maybe don’t trust anyone who says, “It’s just bread.”






  
  Chapter 1

The Morning After the Flourpocalypse


Sherry Winestein woke up thinking about bread. 
Not metaphors, not biblical loaves, not even the slice of rye Stan always claimed would outlive cockroaches and Twinkies after the apocalypse. No. She woke up thinking about Oscar.
“You doing your morning check-in with the yeast again?” Stan had asked the night before as she covered Oscar’s glass jar with its dish towel “blanket.”
“Yes,” she’d said, because there was no point pretending otherwise. A woman retired from grading eighth-grade essays had to pour her attention somewhere. Some people took up golf. Sherry had taken up flour, water, and wild bacteria.
This morning, the craving for that tangy yeasty smell pulled her out of bed before her alarm. She slipped her feet into fuzzy slippers, wrapped her robe around her, and padded down the hall, Boone’s tags jingling as he followed.
“I know, I know,” she told the little black-and-brown chihuahua. “You only love me for the crumbs. It’s a transactional relationship. I’m at peace with that.”
He blinked up at her, already hopeful. Dogs understood priorities.
The kitchen light flicked on with a soft click.
Sherry froze.
It looked as if a baking bomb had exploded.
Flour blanketed the countertops, drifted across the floor in powdery dunes, and clung to every surface like a misguided snowstorm. A sticky smear of something, dough? batter? possibly wallpaper paste? decorated the front of the fridge in a wide swipe.
The mixing bowl she’d left neatly stacked with its friends now lay upside down in the middle of the floor, as if it had dove off the counter in a last act of bravery.
And Boone… dear, traitorous Boone… stood in the center of it all, transformed from sleek black-and-brown to ghostly white. Only his eyes and nose remained their usual colors, blinking out of the flour like a startled woodland creature that had wandered onto the set of a low-budget Christmas movie.
“Boone?” Sherry’s voice hopped up an octave. “What happened?”
Boone shook himself, releasing a fresh puff of flour into the air. The kitchen took a breath and sneezed.
“Stanley!” she bellowed. Decades of teaching projected through the house. “We’ve been robbed by a very messy burglar!”
There was a thump down the hall, the familiar sound of Stan mistaking a wall for a doorway in his half-awake state, and then her husband shuffled into the kitchen, rubbing his eyes beneath his wire-rimmed glasses.
“What on earth…” He stopped, took in the scene, and let out a low whistle. “Is this what happens when you leave bread alone overnight? It throws a party and invites the flour?”
Sherry didn’t laugh. Her stomach had dropped straight through the soles of her slippers.
The spot on the counter where Oscar’s jar usually sat was empty.
She stepped forward carefully, slippers whispering through flour, and patted along the counter as if the jar might be camouflaged and simply appear under her fingertips.
Nothing.
“Where’s Oscar?” Her voice emerged thin and sharp. “He was right here. He always sits right here.”
“You mean the jar,” Stan corrected gently, because Stan was a man who believed in calling jars jars and starters starters.
“I mean my starter,” she snapped, then immediately regretted snapping. She swallowed hard. “Oscar is not just a jar, he’s… he’s a living culture.”
Boone sneezed, sending another small cloud of flour skyward. It settled in Stan’s thinning hair like dandruff from a bakery.
“First of all,” Stan said, brushing at his head, “I’d like to go on record as saying that our dog appears to have committed a misdemeanor.”
Boone tilted his head, ears twitching.
“Second, and I say this as your loving husband and not as a retired accountant who has audited stranger things than this, are we absolutely sure you didn’t move Oscar last night? For a special feeding? Or to take him on a romantic walk around the kitchen?”
She ignored the joke. Mostly.
“No. I put him here. I always put him here.” She pointed to the bare spot like an attorney at trial. “He lives here. His name is on the little chalkboard sign. ‘Oscar – established 2019 – do not touch, he’s sensitive.’”
The chalkboard still hung on the backsplash, mocking her with its cheerful lettering.
They both stood together at the edge of the disaster, taking it in.
Flour footprints, tiny, scattered, mottled the floor. Some were definitely Boone’s. But others…
Sherry squinted. “That is not a paw print.”
One smudge near the back door looked longer, more like a shoe. A small shoe, perhaps.
She followed the path with her eyes, from the counter where Oscar once lived, across the flour-dusted floor, to the back door. The doorknob wore its own delicate ring of white.
“The door was locked last night,” she murmured. “Wasn’t it?”
Stan frowned. “I thought so.”
He crossed to test it. The deadbolt was turned. The handle, however, gave easily with a click.
“Deadbolt’s still set,” he said. “But the latch…” He wiggled it. “You’ve been telling me for weeks this needs fixing. Guess it decided to become an accomplice before I got around to it.”
“Don’t you dare blame the hardware.” Sherry pressed her palms to the counter, leaving clear handprints in the flour. “Someone came into my kitchen, created… this… chaos, and stole Oscar.”
“Or,” Stan countered, voice calm, “gravity happened, Boone tried to help, and your jar rolled away.”
She shot him a look. “Rolled away where? To join a circus?”
He lifted his hands. “Hey, I’m just listing all possibilities. That’s good investigation practice.”
“Stanley Joel Winestein,” she said, full name signaling the seriousness of the moment, “this is not just a missing ingredient. Oscar is four years old. He survived that time I tried to feed him with rye flour. He forgave me for January when I forgot about him for three days. He has more resilience than some of my former students.”
“Which ones?”
“Don’t deflect.” Her throat tightened, surprising her. “Somebody stole my starter.”
Boone whined softly and nudged her ankle with his flour-covered head. She reached down and patted him automatically, powder coating her fingers.
“Look at his paws,” Stan said, crouching. “He’s clearly been… involved.”
“Yes, but Boone doesn’t have thumbs.” Sherry gestured at the empty spot again. “And he definitely can’t twist a lid off a jar.”
They both fell silent.
The kitchen hummed around them: the faint buzz of the fridge, the tick of the wall clock shaped like a tomato, the soft flutter of the dish towel they’d left on the oven handle.
“Okay,” Stan said finally, rising. “Let’s gather facts. Messy flour explosion, missing jar, partially malfunctioning door. Suspect number one: Boone. Suspect number two: gravity. Suspect number three: a mysterious neighborhood sourdough thief.”
“And suspect number four,” Sherry added grimly, “me, according to any sane person. But I know I didn’t move him.”
“Well.” Stan offered her a half-smile, the one that always appeared when the world got ridiculous. “Looks like retirement’s about to get more interesting. You’ve been saying you need a project.”
She stared at the flour-snowed kitchen, at Boone’s powdery eyebrows, at the empty counter space where a jar should be—and realized something with a clarity that startled her.
“This isn’t just a project,” she said slowly. “This is a case.”
Stan raised an eyebrow. “A case?”
“A case,” she repeated. “A full-blown carbohydrate crime spree. Someone in this neighborhood has my starter, and I am going to find him. Or her.”
Boone sneezed again, sending up another little burst of white. It sparkled in the morning light streaming through the window.
Sherry squared her shoulders, teacher’s spine straightening with purpose.
“Oscar,” she vowed to the empty kitchen, “I will find you before you become a true crime documentary on the Food Network.”
Stan chuckled. “Should I get a notebook? Every good investigation needs documentation.”
“Yes,” she said firmly. “And coffee. And maybe a hazmat suit.”
She took one last look at the flourpocalypse and stepped carefully to the pantry, already cataloging questions in her mind.
Who knew how much Oscar meant to her?
Who had been in their kitchen recently?
And, most importantly: who in Maple Grove had something to gain from stealing a sourdough starter?






  
  Chapter 2

Suspect: Boone (and Gravity)


By the time the coffee finished brewing, Sherry had decided two things: 
1. This was absolutely, indisputably a mystery.
2. She was absolutely, indisputably not doing anything about the flour until she had taken photographs.
Stan watched from the doorway as she circled the kitchen with her phone, snapping pictures like a crime-scene tech who’d once taught seventh-grade grammar.
“Get the bowl from another angle,” he suggested, sipping his coffee. “You want to capture the heroic arc of its flight.”
“Stop narrating my trauma,” she said, but she angled her phone anyway. The overturned mixing bowl did look oddly dramatic, its metal surface glinting through a dusting of white.
She crouched to get a closer shot of Boone’s paw prints. The dog sat patiently, seemingly resigned to his fate.
“Honestly,” she told him quietly, “if you did this, I can’t even be mad. It’s not your fault you were born with poor impulse control and a love of carbohydrates. I blame the humans. Or aliens. Wendy will probably blame aliens.”
Boone licked a bit of flour off his nose, apparently unconcerned.
“Okay,” Stan said, setting his mug down. “Step one: timeline. When did you last see Oscar alive and bubbly?”
“Eight thirty-two p.m.,” Sherry replied automatically.
“That’s very precise.”
“His feeding schedule is on my phone alarms,” she said, tapping her temple. “He was fine. Frothy. Bubbly. Smelled like hope and a faint hint of vinegar. I stirred him, I sang him his little song.”
“You sang to the starter?”
“Quietly,” she said, bristling. “And only on even days. He seemed to respond.”
Stan somehow managed not to smile. “And after that?”
“I covered him with his towel, put him right there.” She pointed to the empty spot again. “Then we watched that awful baking show where everyone cried over underbaked focaccia, I graded precisely zero essays because I’m retired now, you snored through the second half, and we went to bed.”
“No strange sounds?” he asked. “No alarms? No thieves muttering, ‘At last, the perfect culture is mine’?”
“Nothing.” She shook her head. “And you? Did you sneak down here for a midnight snack?”
He patted his mostly flat stomach. “I have alibis. And cholesterol tests to prove it.”
She eyed him for a moment, just to be thorough, then dismissed the idea. If Stan wanted bread after hours, he would have asked. Repeatedly. With detailed cost-benefit analysis of toasting versus not toasting.
“What about the alarm?” she asked. “Did it blink? Chirp? Anything?”
Their home security system, installed more for insurance discounts than paranoia, sat quietly by the back door. No flashing lights. No angry messages.
“Haven’t set it the last few nights,” Stan admitted. “Because somebody kept saying, ‘We live in Maple Grove, nothing ever happens in Maple Grove, who’s going to steal my sourdough?’”
She glared. “Are you victim-blaming me right now?”
“I am data-collecting,” he said. “Blame comes later. In color-coded columns.”
She sighed and turned her attention back to the flour.
The prints were muddled, overlapping—Boone’s small paw pads stamped over larger shapes. But near the baseboard, leading toward the back door, she saw it again: a mark that was not a paw.
She squinted. “I need my glasses. These bifocals are not forensic-grade.”
Stan fetched them from the bedroom without being asked. She slipped them on and squatted, knees protesting.
The print was small, maybe a child’s or a teenager’s. Not quite a clear shoe outline, more of a smudge with edges. But it had a pattern her mind tried to match to something she’d seen.
The neighborhood kids? The teenagers who cut through their yard sometimes on the way to the park? She’d lectured two of them last spring about trampling her tulips.
“Could Boone have tracked that in from outside?” she asked aloud.
“Possible,” Stan said, joining her on the floor. “You know dogs. Little four-legged Roombas, except they never return to their charging station.”
Boone sniffed near the door, then scratched twice at the bottom.
“Do you smell something?” she asked him. “Other than chaos and regret?”
He scratched again, then sneezed.
Sherry rose and examined the door more closely. Flour dusted the handle and faintly outlined the metal around the latch.
Stan wrestled with it again. “See? Deadbolt’s set but the latch doesn’t always catch unless you really pull it shut. Someone could have pushed it just right and it would open with the deadbolt still technically locked. That’s on me. I should’ve fixed it.”
“You will fix it,” she said. “After I solve this case. I need all potential entry points preserved until I understand exactly what happened. We are treating this like a historical battlefield. Or my old teacher’s lounge refrigerator.”
He saluted. “Yes, ma’am.”
She moved on to the counter, searching for any sign of Oscar’s passing. A faint ring on the granite marked where the jar had once sat. The ring trailed into a smear leading toward the edge.
She followed that, then traced the path downward with her gaze.
On the floor, amid the flour, a faint crescent of dried, tan residue clung near where the bowl had landed.
“Spillage,” she murmured. “So he stayed upright for most of the trip, then got jostled.”
“Trip?” Stan echoed. “You talk about him like he took a vacation.”
She heard herself and flushed. “You’re not helping.”
She was about to bend down again when Boone gave a little bark and scampered toward the back of the house.
“Where’s he going?” Stan asked.
“Boone,” Sherry called, following. “You sit, mister! Sit and… and reflect on your choices!”
Boone did not sit. He pranced down the hall, leaving dainty white prints on the hardwood like a string of miniature ghosts. At the laundry room door, he stopped and scratched twice.
Sherry opened it.
Inside, the laundry basket sat overflowing with dishtowels and aprons. On the very top, like the last relic of a lost civilization, lay Oscar’s dish towel, a faded blue thing with little lemons printed on it.
She lifted it gently. The middle still had a faint circular crease where it usually draped over the jar’s mouth. A ghost halo.
But no jar.
“You’ve got the blanket,” Stan said, peering over her shoulder. “Still no baby.”
Sherry swatted his arm. “Don’t call him that.”
She pressed the towel to her nose, inhaling. It smelled faintly of sour tang and, this surprised her, something else. A hint of lavender, maybe? Or detergent.
“Someone used my towel for cleanup,” she said slowly. “Then tossed it in the wash basket.” Her eyes widened. “Which means the thief had at least enough conscience to try and tidy up.”
“Or enough fear of being discovered,” Stan suggested. “Could be a teenager from the neighborhood, like you said. Sneak in, experiment with the Forbidden Jar, panic when it goes sideways, try to hide the evidence.”
She pictured a lanky seventeen-year-old covered in dough, sneaking back out into the night. The image would have been funny if her chest didn’t hurt.
“It still doesn’t explain why Oscar isn’t here,” she said. “Even if they spilled some, the whole jar is gone. Nobody accidentally tidies away an entire jar.”
“Unless they took him with them,” Stan said. “Misguided souvenir. Or evidence removal.”
Heat flushed her neck. The idea of someone walking away with Oscar, tucked under their arm like a travel mug, felt unreasonably intimate.
“I need to know who was here,” she said. “Recently. In the last week.”
Stan leaned against the washing machine, thinking. “Let’s see. Jan was here two days ago, dropping off… what did she call them? ‘Experimental cranberry scones of destiny’?”
“Of indigestion,” Sherry corrected.
“And Maggie stopped by,” he continued, “to return your pie plate. Ted came in to help me look at the breaker panel when the lights flickered. Wendy swung by with that podcast she insisted we ‘absolutely had to hear if we wanted to survive the modern crime landscape.’”
“So… everyone,” Sherry muttered. “The whole neighborhood had visiting hours with Oscar.”
Stan snapped his fingers. “The plumber.”
“What plumber?”
“Last Thursday. Remember? Slow drain in the kitchen sink? He was here for two hours.”
She blinked. “You think a random plumber stole my starter?”
“I think we should list everyone who’s been in the house.” He shrugged. “We can assign lower probabilities if that makes you feel better. But a good investigation starts broad and narrows down.”
He was right, of course. Annoyingly, infuriatingly right, like he’d been when he told her that keeping a shoebox of antique pens in the oven “for safe storage” was a bad plan.
“Fine,” she said. “Get your notebook. We’ll start a suspect list.”
He brightened. “I’ve been waiting my whole life to hear you say those words.”
As he went to fetch supplies, Sherry returned to the kitchen, towel still in hand.
The flour bomb felt less like a random mess now and more like a story that needed translating. She’d taught her students for years that every text was a puzzle: what did the author choose to include, and why? What did they leave out?
This scene, her kitchen, her flour, her missing jar, wasn’t so different.
Author unknown. Motive unclear.
She perched on a stool, put on her glasses, and studied the room like it was a student essay that might contain plagiarism, hidden brilliance, or both.
“Oscar,” she murmured, “if this is some kind of cosmic test of my observational skills, I’d like to register a formal complaint.”
Boone hopped up onto the empty stool beside her, leaving a little white imprint, and rested his chin on the counter. He gazed at her solemnly, as if he, too, were pondering the mysteries of life, bread, and poor latch hardware.
“You,” she told him, poking his floury side, “are suspect number one until further notice. Try to look innocent, it’ll help your case.”
He wagged his tail once and licked the air.
Stan returned with a spiral notebook, a pen, and, inexplicably, a highlighter.
“Do we really need color-coding?” she asked.
He sat, flipped the notebook open to a clean page, and wrote at the top, in neat block letters: CASE FILE: OSCAR.
“We are Winesteins,” he said, underlining the title. “We color-code. It’s in the ketubah.”
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